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Abstract 
This paper seeks to extend work in the growing sociology of adulthood. It considers 
the debate that young people in the UK and other advanced industrial societies now 
face challenges to their adulthood; in particular, that they experience problems of 
social recognition. Using membership categorization analysis (MCA) the paper then 
illustrates how members of a sample of twenty-three young people who had taken a 
Gap Year, a break in their educational careers taken between leaving school/college 
and university, use talk about changes in their relationships with their parents during 
this period of their lives to accomplish an adult identity in their current context. The 
paper considers the ramifications of these findings and the consequences for studying 
adulthood more generally.  
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Introduction 
Adulthood forms the “unarticulated background” of much sociological investigation  
(Blatterer, 2007a: 57), yet a sociology of adulthood has only recently begun to emerge 
(Blatterer, 2007a; Pilcher et al., 2003; Burnett, 2010). Hence, the need to question, to 
decentre and critically engage with this categorisation remains imperative (Burnett, 
2010).  
 
Research has suggested adulthood has changed, reflecting broader social 
transformations (Arnett, 2004; 2006; Côte, 2000; 2002; Côte and Bynner, 2008; 
EGRIS, 2001). Sociological studies of youth, for instance, have demonstrated that 
young people are struggling to become adults, certainly when compared to previous 
generations (for examples see Arnett, 2004; Côte, 2000; Maguire et al., 2001; Plug 
and du Bois-Raymond, 2006). Mirroring this, there has been a growing popular 
debate in the UK in recent years concerning the structural challenges faced by young 
adults (Howker and Malik, 2010; Rawnsley, 2006; Beckett, 2010; Willetts, 2010). 
The suggestion postulated by such authors is that a new form of generational divide is 
becoming apparent; the young are in debt to their parents, both financially and in 
terms of social recognition. However, as Blatterer (2007a; 2010a) has observed, such 
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contentions are often based upon a ‘standard model’ of adulthood, a historical and 
ideological construct, which nonetheless retains a normative force despite the real 
world, lived realities of young people themselves. There is, Blatterer contends, a 
recognition deficit at the heart of our understanding of adulthood, which must be 
negotiated by young people.  
 
This paper seeks to add new critical insights to this debate by focusing on the 
discursive practices used by a group of young people to accomplish their age 
identities in a specific context: an interview about their Gap Year, a break in their 
educational careers taken between leaving school and beginning study at university. 
The Gap Year is an interesting phenomenon for a number of reasons. Firstly, it is a 
ubiquitous, if under-researched, feature of the lives of a significant proportion of UK 
undergraduates, with studies indicating that anywhere from a tenth to a half could 
have taken a pre-university Gap Year (King, 2011; Heath, 2007). Secondly, a pre-
university Gap Year represents an interruption, a ‘critical moment’ (Thomson et al., 
2002), in institutional transitions and consequently in these young people’s transitions 
to adulthood. Thirdly, media and Gap Year provider organisations frequently 
represent it as a forum for young people to develop themselves, making them more 
mature, independent and confident, and potentially more employable, although the 
diversity of Gap Year experiences means that a hierarchy exists with overseas 
volunteering regarded as the ‘gold standard’ (Heath, 2007).  
 
This paper is not, however, an evaluation of the Gap Year per se, or why 
young people might decide to take a Gap Year (for that see Heath, 2007; Simpson, 
2005). Nor does the paper seek to compare the adulthoods of gap year takers to those 
who have not taken a Gap Year. Instead, by drawing on ethnomethodology and 
conversation analysis the paper examines the interactional identity work that is 
undertaken when accounts of such experiences are given. Specifically, it looks at how 
a group of young people use accounts about changes in their relationships with their 
parents, both during and after their Gap Year, as a discursive resource that enables 
them to gain recognition for their adult identities in the here and now. Parental 
recognition has long been viewed as central to how young people understand their 
adulthood (Baker, 1984; Henderson et al., 2007; Holdsworth and Morgan, 2005), 
although it is correlated to other factors, such as social class, gender, ethnicity, 
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sexuality, and disability amongst others (Monteith, 2003; Wells et al., 2003; Wyn, 
2004; Henderson et al., 2007). In this paper, however, attention is directed to the 
micro-practices of identity work that are undertaken when such accounts are given, 
relating them to wider discursive and social understandings associated with age.  
 
The paper begins with a brief discussion of the constitution of adulthood, 
before considering the notion that achieving adulthood is a matter of recognition. 
Subsequently, the methodology used to gather and analyse the data reported on in this 
paper will be outlined. Empirical examples are then discussed in detail to illustrate 
how recognition of adulthood is accomplished at an interactional and intersubjective 
level. The paper concludes by considering the ramifications of these findings for the 
sociological analysis of adulthood more generally.  
 
Adulthood and its recognition 
Many of our understandings of what it means to become an adult emerged during the 
modern era, the product of economic, social and cultural changes in how children, 
youths and the elderly were conceptualised and institutionalised (Ben-Amos, 1995; 
Shanahan, 2000; Jenks, 1996; Phillipson, 1982). Becoming an adult has been 
associated with a variety of rights, entitlements, obligations and competencies; the 
outcome of a developmental maturation process (Hockey and James, 1993; Jenks, 
1996; Hutchby and Moran-Ellis, 1998). Additionally, it has been associated with the 
attainment of certain structural markers, including, but not limited to: gaining full-
time employment; leaving the parental home; committing to a monogamous 
relationship; and parenthood (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007; Jones, 1995; Wallace, 
1987).  
 
This ‘standard model’ reached its zenith in the mid decades of the 20th 
Century, during a period of sustained economic stability and social conservatism 
(Blatterer, 2007a). Since the 1970s, economic, social and cultural factors have 
challenged and undermined its ontological basis, resulting in greater uncertainty and 
flexibility about what it means to be an adult for young people in their late teens and 
twenties. Concurrently, representations of youth have become detached from 
chronological age and repackaged for all age groups, provided they are divested of its 
unruly elements. To be youthful, especially when one is beyond one’s twenties, is 
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inscribed with positive connotations, such as flexibility and vitality. Hence, the 
distinctions between youth and adulthood, as recognisable stages of the life course, 
have become blurred, creating further problems of recognition for young people 
themselves (Blatterer, 2010a).  
 
For some writers this means that young people now defer full adulthood (Côte, 
2000; Pais, 2003; Plug and du Bois-Raymond, 2006; Maguire et al., 2001), whilst for 
others they are ‘emerging adults’, pioneers of a new stage of the life course between 
youth and full-adulthood (Arnett, 2000; 2004; 2007). Young people now have to 
construct their own life course trajectories in individualised ways, often drawing on 
psychosocial attributes such as maturity and independence in an ad hoc manner. For 
some young people this represents an opportunity; whilst for others, it is burden that it 
thrust upon them. Indeed, studies suggest that factors such as social class, gender and 
ethnicity still shape the life chances of young people, the rapidity at which they 
become adults and the form of adulthood that they emerge into (Henderson et al., 
2007; MacDonald and Marsh, 2005; Ball et al., 2000; Jones, 2002; Jones and Wallace, 
1990). However, as Blatterer (2010a) has observed, this is not only problematic for 
the young per se, but tells us something about social recognition (Blatterer, 2007b; 
2010a); or, as others have asserted, young people’s adult identities are highly 
contestable under certain circumstances (Horowitz and Bromnick, 2007).  
 
Blatterer’s work (2007b; 2007a; 2010a; 2010b) draws extensively on Axel 
Honneth’s theory of social recognition (Honneth, 1996) arguing that the standard 
model of adulthood has now lost its authority. Despite this it remains a pervasive 
force in young people’s attempts to gain recognition as adults and also in social 
scientific measures of adulthood. In essence, Blatterer is pointing to a disjunction in 
‘real world’ understandings of adulthood, as produced by young people themselves, 
and those who confer recognition on their identities: adults of the baby boomer 
generation, journalists and social scientists. He asserts (2007b: 786) that: 
 
“far from living a prolonged adolescence, new adults are in effect particularly 
well integrated in a world that is radically different from the past. However, 
the relations of adult recognition underpinning these changes are riven with 
contradictions. Practices may be at once structurally rewarded and discursively 
misrecognized because the normative ideals of another time remain most 
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readily associated with what it means to be an adult, a ‘full person’… As a 
consequence, the new modalities of adulthood are marked by a recognition 
deficit.” 
 
Thus, Blatterer argues that exploring processes of recognition in specific 
contexts remains an important goal for sociologists. This is especially significant if 
we are to avoid reproducing normative understandings that have little basis in social 
reality, which can result in the production of outmoded social and political policies 
that disempower the young.  
 
Blatterer’s argument is persuasive and in addressing the politics of recognition 
he clearly challenges sociologists to reconsider adulthood. However, as he himself 
acknowledges (Blatterer, 2007a), his work is predominantly theoretical and his 
empirical examination draws on a sample of young people aged between 25 and 35 
years of age. Although by no means irrelevant, since he demonstrates clear support 
for his hypothesis, it remains necessary to examine how such forms of recognition are 
managed in specific contexts, particularly by a younger age group who are perhaps 
more vulnerable to having their adulthood challenged. 
 
Adopting a somewhat different theoretical perspective, although viewing 
intersubjective recognition as central, Horowitz and Bromnick (2007) surveyed a 
sample of 156 young people aged between 16-17 years of age to illustrate that their 
adulthood is a highly ‘contestable’ identification. They must distinguish themselves 
from children, whilst simultaneously ensuring that their identity is recognised as adult 
by people who they consider are members of this category: for example, parents, 
teachers, employers. Consequently, a certain amount of identity work must take place, 
or as the authors assert: “this leads us to propose that, not only is the category 
“adulthood” an essentially contestable concept but also any individual’s membership 
of the category “adult” is only contestable during a certain period of the life course” 
(ibid: 212). They do not try to define this period of the life course chronologically; 
rather, they argue that it can be analysed by exploring young people’s rhetoric about 
age.  
 
Horowitz and Bromnick’s work, like Blatterer’s, shifts the debate significantly 
towards viewing adulthood as a process of intersubjective recognition, rather than a 
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predetermined social fact. Moreover, they are able to demonstrate that problems of 
recognition can be experienced by a younger age group. However, surprisingly, their 
use of a quantitative survey, which required young people to identify adult traits and 
behaviours, misses something that is central to their argument: the significance of 
performing adult identities in specific contexts, primarily through the use of talk.  
Furthermore, by sampling young people, all of who were secondary school pupils, 
their findings were based on a cohort who may not have reached a point in their lives 
where they had begun to categorise themselves as adults or have this identity 
recognised by others. As such, these young people were inferring something about 
adulthood, rather than demonstrating how and why their own adulthood was 
contestable.  
 
To summarise, despite limitations, the aforementioned studies clearly illustrate 
that adulthood is a problematic social category, something that creates tensions at 
both macro and micro levels, especially for young people. They challenge us to 
examine this problem in more detail, whilst avoiding the reification of our own 
understandings. However, this paper will demonstrate that our knowledge could be 
extended by focusing on how recognition is manifested in specific settings and how 
young people’s age identities are accomplished in these settings through the use of 
talk.  
 
Accomplishing Age Identities 
The notion that identities are accomplished is central to a number of perspectives 
within sociology including the work of Goffman (1971). However, whilst Goffman 
presumes the existence of an a priori self that is then manipulated in interaction, 
ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 2005) and conversation analysis (Sacks, 1995) focus 
on identities as situated accomplishments, demonstrating a person’s understanding of 
who they are in that situation, principally by their use of talk, or ‘talk-in-interaction’ 
(Antaki and Widdicombe, 1998). Thus, in such circumstances, normative 
understandings of age categories act as a toolkit for individuals to construct their ‘age’ 
identity through interactional work; it is not simply a biological fact (Laz, 1998). This 
is evident in several existing studies of different age identities, which draw upon 
ethnomethodology and conversation analysis.  
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Nikander (2002) demonstrated how a sample of women interviewed about 
their approaching 50th birthday used categories such as ‘old’, ‘young’ and ‘little girl’ 
to position themselves as neither young nor old in response to certain questions. Thus, 
how they performed their age identity as ‘middle-aged’ reflected their interpretation 
of social expectations and what the interviewer required of them.  
 
Focusing on young people, Baker (1984) interviewed teenagers to show how 
they accomplished this identity as distinct from both childhood and adulthood by 
drawing upon readily available categories, such as those associated with play, with 
relationships with parents, with roles, suggested by the interviewer’s questions and 
their own examples. Using these creatively, they carved out what constituted a 
‘teenager’ for them. Meanwhile, Widdicombe and Wooffitt (1995) showed how 
young people’s membership of youth subcultures was a highly pragmatic and situated 
identification. Being a member of a youth subculture, they concluded, was dependent 
on who was asking about membership and what that young person understood the 
situation required. Cumulatively, these studies demonstrate that any age identity is 
accomplished at a particular point in time, to display a person’s understanding of that 
identity using discursive resources that are made available within the situation, but 
which also draw on wider social structures and meanings.  
 
Age as Category and Adulthood as Membership 
Central to the studies outlined above are membership categories, devices and 
predicates (Sacks, 1995). Categories can be people, places and objects, whilst 
predicates are actions or characteristics that are bound to categories. Categories are 
arranged into devices (MCDs) or collections, although a single category can belong to 
many devices: for example, the categories ‘mum’ and ‘dad’ can belong to the device 
‘parents’, and the device ‘family’. Therefore, the meaning of each category is 
situational; it is how people use categories, devices and predicates in a specific 
instance that is significant. Substituting one category for another, or similarly one 
predicate for another, enables people to reflect and reconstruct both normative and 
moral orders (Jayyusi, 1984). This mechanism represents ‘culture-in-action’ (Baker, 
2000): tacit, culturally specific forms of knowledge, carried by discourse, which are 
reproduced and transformed in use. The analysis of categories, devices and predicates 
is referred to as Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) (Lepper, 2000; Sacks, 
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1995) and this is the analytic approach used in the methodology of the study reported 
upon in this paper.  
 
Methodology and analytic approach 
Twenty-three young people aged between 19 and 26 years of age were recruited by 
convenience and snowball sampling as part of a study examining young people’s 
experiences of taking a Gap Year (King, 2009; 2011).  Two thirds of the participants 
were female; only two participants, both female, identified themselves as having a 
minority ethnic identity. Whilst not a representative sample, this sample did have 
similarities with those of previous studies, which suggest that Gap Year takers are 
more likely to be female, white, middle-class and from Southern England (Jones, 
2004). Conversely, a third of the sample identified themselves as being either 
working-class, or having a working-class background. Half of the sample spent their 
Gap Year working in the UK and then travelling overseas; half worked exclusively in 
the UK, although there was considerable variation in the forms of employment they 
had undertaken. All members of the sample, except one, were university students. 
This is important because these young people are in a liminal position in their lives, 
neither fully independent adults, nor dependent children (Arnett, 1994). As such, their 
age identities are particularly contestable and open to misrecognition and they must 
work to accomplish their adulthood using a range of resources made available within 
the context in which they are framed, in this case an interview about their Gap Year 
set within the context of Higher Education. 
 
The majority of interviews took place in university contexts, such as seminar 
rooms and offices. Unstructured interviews were conducted by a recognisably middle-
aged academic and lasted between sixty and ninety minutes. Participants were invited 
to tell the interviewer the story of their Gap Year, although a topic guide was 
employed to prompt for the following details if necessary: family and educational 
background; reasons for gap year; unexpected events; decisions about university; 
university experiences; and thoughts about the future.  
 
The interviews were conceptualised as active discursive spaces for the 
construction of accounts, representing the interviewer and interviewee’s  
understandings of the situation in which they were located, rather than as forums to 
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uncover objective ‘truths’ (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995; Baker, 2002). They were 
analysed using a three stage MCA administered via NVivo qualitative data analysis 
software (see King, 2010). This involved: identifying key membership categories, 
devices and predicates (CDPs) within the sample; mapping the sequence of these 
CDPs within each account and across the sample; and identifying how certain CDPs 
were treated as anomalies or disruptions by the co-participants in the talk that required 
some form of explanation or ‘repair’ work. Other discursive features related to 
identity work, such as special forms of knowledge, ‘collection K’ (Sacks, 1995), and 
‘contrast statements’ (Smith 1978) were also identified. In accordance with MCA 
principles, other social identities were viewed as relevant, but only if made relevant 
by members in the talk-in-interactioni.  However, to contextualise the analysis, some 
biographical details for each participant have been added and some conversation 
analysis conventions are used in the extracts (for an overview see Have, 1999). 
 
Accomplishing Age Identities in Gap Year talk 
The MCA demonstrated that this sample of young people made reference to a number 
of key people in their accounts, including friends, employers and teachers. However, 
the use of the category ‘parents’, which in most instances was not prompted, was 
especially notable. It became apparent that talk about changes in their relationship 
with their parents, both during and after their Gap Year was not arbitrary; rather, it 
enabled these participants to present themselves as ‘candidate’ (Potter, 1996) adults; 
something that could then be recognised or not by the interviewer as part of the 
interaction.    
 
The first case that I will discuss comes from Claire’s account. Claire was 
twenty-one years old and in the final year of her degree when interviewed. She had 
worked in the public sector during her Gap Year, whilst living at home with her 
parents. In the following extract she is discussing how her parents reacted to her 
decision to take a Gap Year when she had failed to obtain the necessary ‘A’ level 
grades she required to gain entry to her desired university. 
 
289: Claire:   and so they [parents] were like ‘ok fine (.) what are you going to do’  
290: so I said (.) ‘well I’m going to (.) y'know I think I’ll redo my 'A' level 
and I think I’ll do this (.) and I’ll get a job and I’ll make it work’ 
291:  and erm I think perhaps to start with they were a bit sceptical  
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292: but (0.2) I think that (.) a few months into it my mum said to me ‘oh 
erm (0.1) I think this was one of the best decisions you could’ve made 
(.) 'cos I don’t think you were ready to go’ 
293:  ‘and I’d never had said that to you (.) but you weren’t ready’  
294: Int:  yeah (.) what do you think she meant by that 
295: Claire:   I think erm (0.1) I dunno (0.2) I think perhaps she meant that (.) not 
necessarily intellectually (.) but mentally perhaps I wasn’t ready to let 
go of being at home 
296:   so I think (.) by the time I actually went (.) I was much more ready to 
cut my ties off with er (.) being at home 
297: Int: hmmn 
298: Claire and sort of (.) start to go off a bit 
299: Int: did you feel that you we:re changing during that year 
300: Claire: I think I grew up quite a lot 
301: Int: yes 
 
 
Claire’s account here begins with categories associated with the MCDs 
‘education’ and ‘employment’ and she initially indicates that her parents were 
concerned about how should would spend her Gap Year. This is perhaps unsurprising 
and accords with previous research, which indicates that adults govern the time of 
young people and that young people stress the importance of using their time wisely 
to such significant others (Scanlon et al., 2007; Qvortrup, 1994). What is noteworthy 
here, however, is the section of talk starting at line 292 where Claire shifts from using 
these MCDs, introducing something that was observed by her mother at the end of her 
Gap Year. The interviewer hears this change of register as significant, since it 
precipitates a call for clarification (line 294). In her response, Claire dismisses an 
academic explanation, which could be inferred by her previous discussion of her 
failed ‘A’ level. Instead, she invokes the predicate ‘mentally’, linking this directly to 
her family home. Thus, Claire’s categorisation work can be heard as a rhetorical move 
to explain to the interviewer that her decision not to leave home during her Gap Year 
was not simply a practical matter; it was ontological, related to her self. It is, however, 
in response to a further question that Claire suggests that this ontological change was 
related to her age identity (line 299); a statement that implicitly puts her in the 
category ‘candidate adult’ since it has already been recognised by her mother. This 
identity position is then recognised by the interviewer (line 301).  
 
Claire’s adult identity emerges implicitly in her account. Other participants, 
however, were more forthright in explaining how changes in their relationship with 
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their parents had transformed their age identity. One example, outlined below, is 
taken from Scott’s account. He spent his Gap Year living at home with his parents, 
whilst working in the retail sector:  
 
 
931: Scott:  y'know (.) and (.) I actually found that a massive bond occurred 
between me and my parents 
932: Int:  oh ↑ [right] 
933: Scott:   [as] well 
934: Int:  yeah 
935: Scott:  y'know (.) like a huge amount of bonding happened between (.) 
especially between me and my dad  
936:  I mean it’s not that my parents (0.1) like we didn’t get on 
937: Int:  yeah 
938: Scott:  but (.) the relationship changed  
939: Int:  yeah 
940: Scott:  and suddenly [they] 
941: Int:            [what] ways do you think? 
942: Scott:  yeah (.) they were giving me respect 
943: Int:  right 
944: Scott:  erm (.) y'know (.) I’d identified what I wanted to do 
945:  and they were sort of supporting me through it  
946: but y'know I was (0.1) I had the attitude that I wanted to pay my own 
way  
947: Int:  yeah 
[…] 
956: Scott:  y'know and (0.1) it’s like not necessarily that we didn’t get on before 
957: but as a kid you always think of your parents as like (.) y'know (0.1) as 
parents  
958: Int:  yeah 
959: Scott:  whereas (.) throughout the course of that year (.) they changed from 
being parents (0.1) to being more like friends  
960: Int:  yeah 
961: Scott:  y'know (.) and like (.) you sort of (0.1) it sounds really bad 
962: but you sort of learnt (.) I really learnt to love my parents in that year 
963: Int:  yeah 
964: Scott:  just because I matured so much 
965: Int:  yeah 
 
This extract contains a sequence of assertion/recognition turns on the part of 
Scott and the interviewer, which follow Scott’s assertion that a ‘massive bond 
occurred’ (line 931). This is heard as noteworthy because the interviewer both 
exclaims and interjects, ‘oh right’ (line 932). Scott indicates that there was a change in 
the affective nature of his relationship with his parents during his Gap Year, which 
reflects previous research studies regarding a change in the affective nature of the 
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parent-adult child relationship in young adulthood, becoming more like a friendship 
(Proulx and Helms, 2008). It is interesting to note here how this account of changing 
relationships is managed through Scott’s use of categories and predicates and 
consequently what effect this has on his age identity.  
 
Scott invokes two categories from the MCD ‘family’: ‘kid’ and ‘parents’ (line 
957). This is a standard relational pair (SRP) (Sacks, 1995) that is associated with 
certain rights and obligations: for example, it is commonsensical that parents have 
certain responsibilities towards their ‘kids’ and ‘kids’ will have certain obligations 
towards their parents. Moreover, Scott’s use of the ‘family’ MCD is significant 
because members of this collection can also belong to the collection ‘stage of life’ 
(Sacks, 1995; Silverman, 1998). Hence, ‘kid’ equates to ‘child’ and ‘parent’ to 
‘adult’. Since he no longer identifies himself as a ‘kid’, Scott not only shifts the form 
of the relationship in terms of affect, but he also reclassifies himself as a co-member 
of his parent’s category; although Scott continues to be a ‘son’ he is no longer a child. 
Indeed, his use of the predicate ‘matured’ (line 964) serves to emphasise and explain 
this difference. In effect, Scott’s account can be recognised (or misrecognised) as a 
positioning of his age identity in terms of adulthood. 
 
Scott was not the only participant to use the category ‘kid’ in this way. In the 
following extract, Sarah is discussing conversations she had with her parents before 
and after her Gap Year travels. In so doing, she shifts her identity from ‘kid’ to 
‘adult’: 
 
1263:Sarah normally (.) you talk to your parents (.) but you don’t have anything to 
say 
1264: Int:  hmmn 
1265: Sarah:  there’s nothing really to talk about (0.1) 
1266:  what do you talk about <‘how was your day at school’> 
1267:   (.) ‘the same as every day’ 
1268: Int:  ye:[ah ] 
1269: Sarah:        [‘the] same as every single day for the last ten years’ (laughs) 
1270:  and suddenly having stuff to talk about (.) that’s not just kiddie stuff 
1271: Int:  hm[mn] 
1272: Sarah:        [stu]ff that they’d be interested in  
1273: Int:  yeah 
1274: Sarah:  and (.) stuff that they’d like to have done 
1275:  and like to do 
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1276: so ringing her when I was away (0.1) I could talk to her more on a 
level than as a (.) kid 
1277:  and erm (0.2) when I came back that sort of carried on 
1278: Int:  hmmn 
1279: Sarah:  so it made sort of things (0.1) better just (.) made the relationship more 
equal  
1280: Int:  yeah 
1281: Sarah:  rather than parent-child sort of thing 
1282: Int: yeah 
 
There are several significant features to the talk-in-interaction here. Firstly, 
Sarah uses the category ‘kid’ to infantilise her pre-Gap Year conversations with her 
parents, contrasting these to ones that occurred afterwards. She thereby makes these 
developmentally appropriate; that is, to appear normal and ‘natural’ for her life course 
position (Baker, 1984). Secondly, her claim that her relationship with her mother had 
become more equal (line 1279), is recognised by the interviewer (line 1280). This is 
then reinforced by Sarah who explicitly invokes the SRP (Sacks, 1995) ‘parent-child’ 
(line 1281). Again this is recognised by the interviewer (line 1282).  
 
The accounts given by Scott and Sarah illustrate support for the contention 
that the transition to adulthood is marked by a change in power dynamics between 
parents and their adult children (Buhl, 2009). More importantly, they demonstrate 
how recognition for one’s own adult status can be asserted through talk about its 
recognition by significant categories of others: parents (Blatterer, 2007a). It is 
arguable, however, that by making such explicit statements these young people open 
themselves to a challenge. When they claim that their relationship with their parents 
had became more equal, the interviewer could have disagreed.  Why, we might 
speculate, did this not occur in these interactions? Explaining this from an 
ethnomethodological/conversation analytic perspective means locating an explanation 
in the content of the talk, rather than a priori or external factors e.g. interviewer 
effects, power.  
 
The MCD ‘parents’ represents a set of categories that have a moral value 
(Jayyusi, 1984) and which are normatively associated with special knowledge, what 
Sacks (1995) referred to as ‘collection K’. Parents are said to know their children 
better than anyone else and much public and political rhetoric draws on and reinforces 
this presumption. The interviewer could have questioned the individual’s adulthood, 
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by questioning whether it had really been recognised by parents; this could, however, 
be taken as a direct challenge to their parents’ authority and understandings of their 
children. In ethnomethodological terms, it would have represented a ‘breach’ in the 
interview, a questioning of the ‘truthfulness’ of the account that would have required 
some form of repair. This did not occur directly in any of the interviews; however, 
some participants used such breaches themselves in their accounts, with particular 
interactional consequences for their accomplishment of their age identities.   
 
In the following extract, Abby gives an account of a problem she experienced 
returning to her parental home after her Gap Year travels. In so doing, she points to an 
asymmetry related to her age: 
 
851: Int:  so did you feel that you:d >kind of< grown up a lot 
852: Abby:   yeah  
853: I mean (.) my mum did say ‘oh my little girl left and now like (.) she’s 
come back a lady (.) or woman sort of thing’ 
854: Int:  yeah 
855: Abby:   I think my parents did say they saw a massive difference in me   
856:  but (.) they also said it was a good thing 
857: Int:  [yeah] 
858: Abby:   [the] change they saw in me 
859:  I did feel that I’d kind of (.) had this independence  
860:  and I was on my own  
861: and then (0.1) sort of I was coming back into this family unit where 
there was my mum and my dad and er (0.1) 
862:    I’d been able to go out and do what I wanted for se:ven months 
863: and (.) I mean (0.1) my parents had never sort of really stopped me 
doing anything  
864:  but (0.2) it was still kind of like when I was going out  
865:  ‘well where are you going?’ 
866:   and like ‘just checking that you’re ok’ sort of thing 
867: and it was like (0.1) ‘you didn’t really have this choice when I was the 
other side of the world’ 
868:  it was (.) that was a kind of learning experience for both of us 
869: 'cos my parents really had to realise that I’d done this kind of thing on 
my own 
870:  and been independent to a certain extent 
871: and I kind of had to bite my lip thinking ‘yeah well (.) y'know I’m still 
their daughter and this is still their house’ 
872: Int:  yeah 
873: Abby:   and that kind of thing so 
874: Int: yeah 
875: Abby:   it was a bit difficult at first  
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Responding to a question about her age identity, Abby positions herself as 
adult by asserting that it was her mother who recognised this (line 853). Like the 
previous examples, this is subsequently recognised by the interviewer (line 854).  
However, Abby then employs a ‘contrast structure’ (Smith, 1978), pointing to a 
problem with this identification. This begins at line 861 and continues until line 867. 
Abby suggests that both parties had to consider the experiential effects of her changed 
identity, but particularly herself: ‘I kind of had to bite my lip’ (line 871) and ‘it was a 
bit difficult at first’ (line 875). Hence, although Abby is asserting her own adultness, 
as recognised by her parents, particularly her mother, she is also illustrating that 
accomplishing this identity in certain situations could be problematic. Although she 
illustrates this with reference to her family home, it is arguable that the same could 
apply to her current situation: university. Indeed, the significance of emphasising 
adulthood in a university context and contrasting it to the parental home was 
emphasised more forcefully by David, who, unlike Abby, remained in his family 
home during his Gap Year.  
 
330: Int:   erm (.) how did your parents’ react? 
331:  did it feel different? 
332: David:  it was very different 
333: Int:   yeah 
334: David:  'cos in the Gap Year I was getting up early 
335: Int:   hmmn 
336: David:  I was working from say I don’t know half eight till (.) getting back at 
half five six o’clock 
337:  and in the evening just chilling out 
338: Int:   yeah 
339: David:  and my mum sort of respected that when I was (.) away from home I 
was working 
340: and when I was at home I could sort of do some chores around the 
house 
[…] 
351: David:  when I was at home and I was doing my Gap Year thing I felt I was 
very much the baby son 
352: Int:   right 
353: David:  at mummy and daddy’s house 
354:  that sort of thing 
355: Int:   yeah 
356: David:  then when I was at uni I was like proper grown up (0.1) ↑y'know  
357: Int: yes 
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As we saw with Scott’s account, David initially positions his relationship with 
his parents, particularly his mother, as ‘respectful’ during his Gap Year. This is 
achieved by his utilisation of MCDs related to ‘employment’ (lines 336) both paid 
(339) and domestic (line 340). We can hear this as an active assertion of his 
independence and recognition by his mother as such. However, by pointing to a 
‘breach’ in this identification, David infantilises himself during this period: a ‘baby 
son’ who was ‘at mummy and daddy’s house’ (lines 351 and 353). Again, a ‘contrast 
structure’ (Smith 1978) is employed, whereby David contrasts this to his identity in 
his current location, university, where he is ‘proper grown up’ (line 357). Moreover, 
David invites the interviewer to recognise this with the assertion, ‘y'know’ (line 357). 
In conversation analytic terms, this orients a preferred agreement response: ‘yes’, 
which is the response that David receives (line 357).  Again, like Abby, by pointing to 
a potential challenge to his adult identity in his relationship with his parents, and by 
using features of talk-in-interaction, David accomplishes an adult identity in the here 
and now.  
 
Overall, the preceding analysis has demonstrated that it is possible to view 
these young people’s accounts of changing relationships with parents during their Gap 
Year as a discursive resource, which enables them to accomplish an age identity in 
other contexts.  In the following section of this paper, the wider sociological 
ramifications of these findings are considered.   
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
The purpose of conducting a MCA on these young people’s accounts was to examine 
the identity work that they were undertaking in the context of an interview about their 
Gap Year. The analysis has shown that using the category ‘parents’ in these accounts 
was not indiscriminate; it enabled these young people to present themselves as adults. 
The paper has not sought to assess the validity of such identifications; for instance, we 
have no way of knowing whether their parents regarded their experiences as making 
them more adult. Instead, the paper has sought to extend the work of those who assert 
that achieving adulthood is about recognition (Blatterer, 2005; 2007a; 2010b; 
Horowitz and Bromnick, 2007) and consequently that age identities are interactional, 
intersubjective accomplishments.  
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Before considering the ramifications of this for sociology more broadly, some 
limitations with this study should be considered. Firstly, the study on which this paper 
is based was concerned with the identity work undertaken by young people who had 
taken a Gap Year. It is therefore not possible to compare their identity work directly 
to young people who have not taken a Gap Year. There may, for instance, be different 
discursive practices at play; different categories, devices and predicates are likely to 
be utilised and future research could examine these in instances of talk-in-interaction. 
Secondly, the young people’s parents were not interviewed because the focus was on 
the young people themselves. Again, future research could explore the discursive 
practices used by parents of adult children; or joint interviews could be conducted to 
examine the intersubjective accomplishment of adult identities in situ.  
 
Despite these apparent limitations, this paper has shown how young people 
use the ‘inference-rich’ (Sacks 1995) nature of categories as a rhetorical device for 
accomplishing an adult identity in a specific context, higher education, where, as 
others have noted, this is particularly open to challenge (Holmstrom et al., 2002; 
Scanlon et al., 2007; Brooks, 2003). Undertaking identity work via the use of a 
valorised category such as ‘parents’ in this context therefore adds authority and 
validity to their claims to adulthood: for example, to contest such an assertion is more 
risky than questioning a peer’s observation; it has a moral and normative force, 
although it is important to remember that these accounts are crafted for a specific 
purpose and that at other times, such as in conversations with peers, the category 
‘parents’ may not be used. Yet the paper has also demonstrated that recognition in this 
specific context was relatively unproblematic. Having established this we might ask 
why is such a mundane practice relevant? 
 
It is here that these micro practices must be linked to wider debates. The paper 
began by suggesting that becoming an adult is often regarded as challenging in 
contemporary, advanced industrial societies, such as the UK. As noted previously, 
this has been represented in popular discourse as evidence of a growing generational 
divide. Yet the accomplishment of adult identities by the young people discussed in 
this paper should alert us that as sociologists we do not overemphasise such popular 
hyperbole by implying that becoming an adult is now something so problematic that it 
is inherently disordered. Whilst young people face many challenges, I would concur 
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with Blatterer (2007a: 118) when he asserts: “the new adults of today may be without 
a center that holds. But, they are no more and no less than matchless actors in times of 
uncertainty.” Viewing adulthood as an accomplished identity, something that is 
recognised or not in specific circumstances, by different groups of social actors, 
remains a goal of future research. This could take the form of examining its 
accomplishment in more naturalistic settings, such as job interviews, where the stakes 
of performing certain types of adult identities are much higher. Similarly, exploring 
how age identities intersect with other categories of identity such as gender, ethnicity 
or class, amongst others (Housely and Fitzgerald 2002), should be addressed. This 
would mean exploring how these identities emerge in the talk-in-inaction, rather than 
determine it in advance, in much the same way that age has been investigated in this 
paper. Examining this complex yet mundane identity work remains important if we 
are to continue to critically address issues of recognition, whilst seeking to avoid the 
generalisations and oversights that resound in popular discourse.  
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